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*   *   *
During the XXIst International Congress of History of Science (Mexico City, 8-
14 July 2001) the International Society for the History of East Asian Science,
Technology, and Medicine held a session in memoriam Prof. Yabuuti Kiyosi
(1906-2000), its first, and hitherto only, honorary member.1 The Congress was,
it seemed, a most appropriate occasion for such an event, since Prof. Yabuuti
had been an active member of the international community of historians of
science; he had organised, in particular, the XIVth ICHS, which took place in
Tokyo and Kyoto in 1974.
The session was intended as a tribute to the great scholar, but it also aimed at
making his work known more widely: whereas Prof. Yabuuti has often been
compared to Joseph Needham, his work is much less widely read, even among
specialists of China — many of whom cannot read Japanese. Listeners seemed to
agree that the session had succeeded in this respect. It took place in a friendly
and informal atmosphere, one that reminded me of the seminars I have attended
in Kyoto; the presentations gave rise to a short but lively discussion.
                                                
1 Prof. Hashimoto Keizô (Kansai University, Osaka) and I organised it jointly on
behalf of ISHEASTM. We would like to acknowledge the enthusiastic support of Prof.
Juan-José Saldaña, Secretary of the Organising Committee of the XXIst ICHS.
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Six speakers had been scheduled. Hashimoto Keizô     gave a brief
outline of Prof. Yabuuti's career and work,2 Yano Michio    
concentrated on his research on calendrical astronomy. Tôgô Toshihiro   
 gave a lively glimpse of his much less known research on traditional Chinese
and Japanese technologies. Tsukahara Togo     discussed the reception
and significance of his work in the Japanese community of historians of science.
Park Seong-Rae    presented his influence on the formation of the
discipline in Korea. Qu Anjing's    contribution on responses to his work
on mathematical astronomy in China could not be presented during the session,
as he was unable to attend the Congress.
The four of these papers published hereafter provide what I believe to be the
most detailed accounts of Prof. Yabuuti's scholarship available in English.
Moreover, by situating it in the historiography of East Asian science, they high-
light the significance that it still retains today. In this respect, one should note
that three of them have been written by scholars of the second generation, who
do not belong to the "Kyoto school of history of Chinese science." I invite all
readers, but especially those who cannot read Japanese and/or who believe
astronomy to be an awfully difficult and technical subject, to read all four contri-
butions.
One feature is brought out in the four of them, a feature which had struck me
from my own, limited acquaintance with Prof. Yabuuti's work: his scholarship
exemplifies the fruitfulness of crossing boundaries. This began with his own
interest in the history of science: after a scientific training, he turned to sinology.
Accordingly, his methodology combined applying his understanding of astron-
omy to analyse the technicalities of ancient sources on the one hand, and on the
other using the tools of philology, social history, and sometimes anthropology, to
investigate these sources. This enabled him to fully reconstruct their signifi-
cance. Reading his works, it is hard to believe that at the time when he was writ-
ing them, many of his colleagues around the world were engaged in the "inter-
nalist vs. externalist" controversy. Merging rather than opposing the two
approaches is often regarded as novel nowadays; but in fact it is one of the
strengths of Prof. Yabuuti's work. In keeping with this synthetic approach, he
had an impressive talent for presenting his readers with both "big pictures" and
detailed analyses. It was precisely this feature which prompted me to undertake
the translation of his brief introduction to Chinese mathematics, Chûgoku no
sûgaku.3 This work can still be read fruitfully by those who know nothing about
China and very little about mathematics —that is, the vast majority of historians
of science in the world today—, while proposing a coherent vision that can
appeal to specialists.
                                                
2 See his "Obituary," EASTM 17 (2000), pp. 10-14.
3 Yabuuti Kiyosi, Une histoire des mathématiques chinoises (Paris: Belin, 2000). See
also the review by Alexeï Volkov in this issue.
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Another type of boundary that Prof. Yabuuti repeatedly and purposely
crossed in doing his research was the so-called cultural boundary. Mainly a spe-
cialist of China, he never allowed China to define the limits of his interests.
Neither did he use the simplistic "Zhong-wai"   dichotomy, which opposes
China to the rest of the world, and functions exactly in the same way as
"Eurocentrism" in the history of science. Quite to the contrary, he showed that
the development of astronomy in China entailed successive contacts with
"Western" civilisations, that is, India, Islam, and Europe. In another direction, he
also argued that science as it developed in Japan and in Korea could only be
understood in the light of interactions with China. Here again, his coherent
global vision has lost none of its strength and relevance.
In conclusion, I should like to express my hope that the Memorial Session,
and the publication of the following contributions, might be followed by other
efforts towards a more widespread understanding of Prof. Yabuuti's work. This
is only part of a much-needed endeavour to make scholarship about East Asia
and from East Asia more widely known around the world.
